He mashed it into what I was sure was a permanent pulp and glared at me as if he had just caught me scalping box seat tickets. "Your old man is a hell of a guy," he growled.
That was the day my commitment to the Irish side of my hyphen was born. By the age of 10 I was a passionate supporter of the Hague Organization. I had the basic philosophy down cold. Us against Them. Us against the twofaced, penny-pinching Irish-Catholic-hating Protestant Republicans in the rest of New Jersey. They were trying to drive us back to the days when being Irish meant you dug ditches and lived on handouts when the jobs ran out. There was nothing the Republicans wouldn't do to us -no trick was too dirty, no lie was too big --which meant it was perfectly okay to play the same nasty game against them -and do it 10 times better -tougher, smarter. should make it clear they were as different from a machine as two ideas or realities can get.
We are talking about a carefully assembled group of human beings of different ages and temperaments. That enabled me to appreciate -and applaud --a lot of things that had changed and were changing in New Jersey.
In the suburbs and smaller cities, Irish-American politicians had emerged with no inclination to stay in Frank Hague's shadow. Governor Richard Hughes was the first of these leaders to prove he could think and act and lead on behalf of all the people in the state. Brendan Byrne proved it again, with that marvelous ingredient we Jersey City guys used to admire more than anything else in a politician --nerve.
That's what it took to pass an income tax in a state that didn't pay any taxes worth mentioning in the first century of its existence and paid as little as possible thereafter. Beantown to promote it, I was met at the plane by the Mayor's car, and taken to City Hall, where White told me it was the best political novel he had ever read. "Can I quote you on that, Your Honor?" I asked.
"Of course not," the Mayor replied, which did not surprise me in the least.
In my head I was in Jersey City while I wrote that book.
The mayor was the son of a ward leader from the old "Us Against Them" regime. He was married to a WASP princess who was a fierce liberal. The mayor instinctively sided with the Irish and other ethnics who were screaming race hatred in the streets, even though he knew in his head they were wrong. Meanwhile his wife was making overtures to blacks that seemed more than a little fatal to his future political career.
As things went from bad to worse in the city, the Mayor's marriage headed in the same direction. One explosive day the city's first couple exchanged all the ethnic insults and doubts they had occasionally thought about each other and hastily suppressed.
That night, the mayor felt like he was in danger of falling off the edge of the world. On impulse, he went to a filing cabinet and got out all his father's papers. Thomas Fleming, Honor. Scour from your soul the last iota of regret for its passing.
In his New York apartment, novelist Thomas Fleming was writing those words and simultaneously living them. Tears were pouring down his cheeks. It was a kind of apotheosis that he was sharing with this imaginary mayor who was part him and part a person he would never be, a man of action in the hardball political world.
Okay, the mayor said to himself. The Old Crowd didn't care all the time, of course. They were smart enough to look out for number one now and then.
But it was there, at the heart of the whole organization. They were trying to help people get through their often messy lives. That was the thing worth remembering. The whole enterprise was a huge struggle to help everyone -Italians, Poles, blacks as well as Irish --escape centuries of humiliation and defeat and degradation.
The mayor put away his father's papers and called his wife to apologize for the names he had called her. She replied she was about to do the same thing, for her own reasons.
Together they vowed to bring their fractured city together 
